Toward a Defi nition of the New Age
It is a more-than-helpful exercise to confront a few of the issues that emerge in gaining some common perspectives on the New Age. First, we need to make a sharp distinction between the New Age and that class of religious groups that are variously termed New Religions, cults or sects. As a whole, New Religions are small, relatively new religious organisations distinguished by their intrusion into a dominant religious community from which they make signifi cant dissent. A New Religious Movement brings people together around a singular history, belief, practice, and leadership. The great majority of New Religions are sectarian, that is, they are new variations on one of the older major religious traditions. Hare Krishna is a sect of Hinduism, the Divine Light Mission (now known as Elan Vital) is one of the many Sant Mat groups, and the AUM Shinrikyo was a Buddhist organisation. Many New Religions are Christian sects that adhere to the great majority of traditional Christian beliefs but either dissent on one or two important doctrines and/or champion a different lifestyle (communalism, separatism, high-pressure proselytisation, sexual freedom, etc). Most of the remaining groups attempt to create a synthesis of two or more of the older religious traditions, the Unifi cation Church being the most notable example.
In sharp contrast, the New Age movement was never a single organisation, but originated as an idea spread by a group of Theosophical organisations that shared a common lineage in the writings of Alice A. Bailey. Movement leaders never challenged the integrity of these organisations or of anyone's attachment to them. In this regard, in its earliest stages, the New Age movement was much like the Christian ecumenical movement prior to the formation of the World Council of Churches. Without attacking the integrity of the various churches, Ecumenism looked for a Christian community that could give a more visible expression to the shared oneness among Christians in the object of Christian worship. As the New Age movement grew, some Theosophical groups became enthusiastic supporters, some were mildly accepting, some indifferent, and a few were quite hostile. A similar spectrum was presented by different Christian denominations to the ecumenical movement.
Much of our confusion about the New Age also derives from the different ways we use the term 'movement'. As applied to New Religions, 'movement' generally refers to the dynamic and informal nature of
